LU 




Europaisches Patentamt 
European Patent Office 
Office europeen des brevets 




(fi) Publication number : 0 499 424 A2 



EUROPEAN PATENT APPLICATION 



(2?) Application number: 92301078.9 
(S) Date of filing : 10.02.92 



© Int. CI. 5 : G01N 22/04 



(So) Priority : 13.02.91 GB 9103066 

@ Date of publication of application : 
19.08.92 Bulletin 92/34 



@) Designated Contracting States : 
DE FR IT SE 

@ Applicant : GEC- MARCONI LIMITED 
The Grove, Warren Lane 
Stanmore, Middlesex HA7 4LY (GB) 



(72) Inventor: Barr, Andrew Dexter 

21 Chiswell Green Lane, Chlswell Green 
St Albans, Hertfordshire AL2 3AJ (GB) 

(74) Representative : Keppler, William Patrick 
Central Patent Department Wembley Office 
The General Electric Company, p.l.c. Hirst 
Research Centre East Lane 
Wembley Middlesex HA9 7PP (GB) 



3 



@ Fluid monitoring apparatus. 

@ Apparatus for monitoring the composition of 
a dielectric fluid, in particular for detecting a 
change in its composition due to the presence 
of a contaminant The fluid (2) is held in a 
two-cell structure (4) in which two portions of 
the fluid of different thickness (t^fe) are 
sandwiched by solid dielectric walls (8). A mi- 
crowave signal is transmitted (5) through the 
two fluid-containing cells to measure (6,7) the 
insertion loss for both cells. The signal fre- 
quency is chosen such that, for the desired 
composition, the insertion loss is the same for 
both cells despite the difference in thickness of 
the fluid portions. This is achieved by selecting 
the dimensions and dielectric constant of the 
cell walls and the dimensions of the fluid por- 
tions to control the transmission and reflection 
coefficients at the cell wall/fluid interfaces. By 
comparing the transmission through the two 
cells (A,B), a change in the fluid composition 
can be detected. The apparatus can be used to 
monitor vehicle engine oil to detect contami- 
nation by water or fuel. 
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This invention relates to apparatus for monitoring the composition of a dielectric fluid. One application for 
apparatus in accordance with the invention is in monitoring the oil supply in a vehicle engine, in wh.ch the pre- 
sence of even a small proportion of a contaminant such as water will rapidly cause senous damage if unde- 
tected. However, the invention is not limited to such an application. . ■ 

The dielectric constant e m of a fluid composed of a homogeneous mixture of constrtuent dielectric flu.ds is 

given by: 

In e m = S Pi In s, (1) 

where p, is the prportion by volume of a constituent having a dielectric constant e,. ... .. 

A change in the composition of such a mixture will thus manifest itself in a change in dielectric constant 
This phenomenon is used in prior art apparatus for monitoring dielectric fluids. In such apparatus the d.electnc 
constant is determined by measuring the electrical capacitance of a capacitor of which the fluid forms a part. 
Obtaining an accurate measurement of capacitance, and hence of the dielectric constant, is difficult It is depen- 
dent, among other things, on precise spacing of the capacitor plates or probes. 

It Is an object of the invention to provide apparatus for monitoring the composrt.on of a d.electnc fluid by 
means of measurements which can be conveniently made on the fluid in its operational environment, and which 
provides greater accuracy than the known capacitance-measuring apparatus. 

According to the present invention apparatus for monitoring the composition of a dielectric AukJ compr.ses 
first and second cell means each comprising transmit and receive probes for an R.F. signal, each probe hav.ng 
a respective dielectric wall, the dielectric walls being arranged so that, in operation, each cell means compnses, 
in sequence, a transmit probe, a dielectric wall, a portion of the dielectric fluid, a dielectric wall and a recede 
probe, the two cell means having different insertion loss characteristics such that identical insertion loss values 
are exhibited by the two cell means at only one or several discrete signal frequencies, and the different insertion 
loss characteristics causing a shift in the frequency of identical insertion loss values in response to a change 
in the dielectric constant of the dielectricfluid. The transmit probe of each cell means is preferably a s.ngle probe 

25 common to both cell means. . _ , _ 

Each probe may be at least partly surrounded by its respective dielectnc wall and be sealed off from the 
dielectric liquid. Complete sea ling off is unnecessary rf the depth of the dielectric fluid is limited and prevents 

a ^ e The t two e re P cer^e probes may be spaced at different distances from the transmit probe so that the RF signal 
is transmitted through sandwiched portions of the dielectric fluid of different thickness. 

The probes and their respective dielectric walls may be mounted in a duct for the passage of the d.electr.c 
liquid Continuous monitoring of a circulating or flowing fluid can be effected in such an arrangement. 

The RF signal may have a predetermined frequency, the arrangement and the predetermined frequency 
being such that with a fluid of predetermined composition contained in the two cell means the power levels of 
the signals transmitted by the two cell means are equal. Such a situation is brought about by control of a number 
of factors, fluid constitution, fluid dimensions dielectric wall material and thickness, and probe arrangement. 

The apparatus may include a comparator for comparing the power levels at the predetermined frequency 
and a threshold circuit responsive to a difference in the powerlevels which difference exceeds a predeterm.ned 
threshold corresponding to an unacceptable composition of the fluid. 

The apparatus may be used in determining the composition of a dielectric fluid composed of three known 
constituents, the apparatus then comprising means for determining the dielectric constant of the fluid from the 
insertion loss characteristic, means for measuring the loss tangent of the fluid, and means for determining from 
the measured dielectric constant and loss tangent the approximate proportions of the three constituents. 

According to a feature of the invention, the apparatus may include means for control ling the frequency of 
the RF signal, and means for determining the frequency or frequencies of the RF signal for which the .nsertion 
losses through the two cell means are equal. ... 

Apparatus in accordance with the invention will now be described, by way of example only. w.th reference 

to" the accompanying drawings, of which: :„>«,„«„,,• 
Figure 1 shows a sandwiched dielectric structure for use in apparatus in accordance w.th the .nventon, 
Figure 2(a) shows two differing structures of the same general type shown in Figure 1 . and Figure 2(b) is 
a plot of the transmission characteristics of the two structures, showing their inter-relationship; 
Figure 3 shows features of one apparatus in accordance with the invention which uses two such drffenng 
structures; 

Figure 4 shows one antenna probe suitable for use in the apparatus of Figure 3; 
Figure 5 shows one complete apparatus in accordance with the invention. 

Figure 1 shows a multi-layered dielectric structure A comprising a dielectric core material 2 of d.electnc 
constant s 2 , sandwiched by two dielectric walls 1 and 3 of dielectric constant e, and e 3 respectively. Such a 
structure is known in the field of radome design, in which the core material 2 is typically of a low d.electnc con- 
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stant compared with the outer skins 1,3. The theory of transmission of electromagnetic radiation through such 
a structure is applied to determine the values , e 2 and e 3 and the layer thicknesses t, , t 2 and t 3 which are needed 
to produce a desired transmission characteristic. 

In accordance with the invention, it is proposed to transmit an RF signal through a structure of the type 

5 shown in Figure 1 , in which the core material 2 comprises the dielectric fluid whose composition is to be moni- 
tored. As used herein 'RF includes microwave frequencies. 

If the three layer thicknesses are known and the walls 1,3 comprise known dielectric material, then the 
dielectric constant of the sandwiched fluid can be determined, or variation in its value detected, from the trans- 
mitted power/RF frequency relationship. 

10 For such a known sandwich structure (hereinafter referred to as a 'cell') the transmission characteristic, 

i.e. the insertion loss, over a limited range of applied RF frequency is essentially dependent on the dielectric 
constants of the sandwiched fluid and the dielectric walls, and the reflection coefficients at the interfaces. Thus, 
in principle, it is possible, in accordance with the invention, to monitor the dielectric constant (to ensure that it 
is in accordance with the desired fluid composition) by comparing the measured characteristic over a predeter- 

15 mined frequency range with each of a set of stored characteristics for fluid compositions of known dielectric 
constant. However, such 'curve matching' is not particularly easy to implement and is likely to be expensive in 
terms of hardware required or computation time or both. 

If it is required only to monitor the fluid to check that its composition falls within defined acceptable limits, 
this can be more easily achieved, for instance, by measuring the transmission characteristic at a number of 

20 spot frequencies and determining the deviation from a 'nonmal' characteristic. For improved sensitivity, the cell 
A may be so designed and the particular frequency range monitored may be such that significant variation in 
the insertion loss of the RF signal will occur for a comparatively small change in the fluid composition. 

To alleviate the aforementioned difficulties, in accordance with preferred embodiments of the invention, 
two cells of known sandwich structure are used, both subject to the same RF signal. If the two cells are identical 

25 and one contains a sample of fluid of the desired composition while the other contains fluid the composition of 
which is to be monitored, then the first-mentioned cell provides a convenient reference characteristic for detect- 
ing a change in the composition of the monitored fluid. This arrangement provides useful flexibility since it avoids 
the need to store any reference characteristics. A further advantage is that the effect of any temperature change 
on the value of the dielectric constant can be discounted, both cells and their fluids being identically affected, 

30 However, it is not always convenient to provide and maintain a sample of the fluid of the desired composition. 
This disadvantage is overcome in accordance with the invention. 

In one preferred embodiment of the invention, two known but different cells A,B are used, as shown, by 
way of example, in Figure 2(a). Both cells contain the same dielectric fluid 2 to be monitored. In this- example, 
the cells A,B differ only in the thickness of the fluid layer, fx in cell A and t B in cell B, the thickness t*, and the 

35 dielectric constant Ew of all the cell walls being the same, although this is not essential. If both cells are subjected 
to the same RF signal of power T x , then two different transmission characteristics are obtained corresponding 
to the transmitted powers T A and T B . One cell may be regarded as providing a (variable) reference power level 
with which the power output of the other cell may be compared. The curves shown in Figure 2(b) represent the 
insertion loss characteristics I of the two cells, i.e. the ratio of the input power T x to the output power T A or T B 

40 over a range of frequency f. It will be apparent that the insertion loss may be determined by measuring the output 
power for a fixed input power T x or by measuring the input power required to produce a fixed output power. It 
will be noted that the loss characteristic is not a simple function of frequency, which fact enables the cells A,B 
to be designed so that, for a reasonable range of values of the dielectric constant ef of the fluid 2, the charac- 
teristics l A , l B intersect at one or more frequencies, as indicated by f 1t f 2 in the figure. The advantage of this 

45 arrangement is that, for each possible value of the dielectric constant there is a unique frequency, or set of 
frequencies, at which the insertion losses l A ,l B become equal, i.e. the power levels T A ,T B transmitted by the two 
cells are the same. An absolute measurement of dielectric constant is thus obtainable by using a variable fre- 
quency RF signal source to sweep through the frequency range and noting the frequency or frequencies at 
which such equality of power levels occurs. 

so Alternatively, and preferably, where the value of the dielectric constant corresponding to the desired 

composition of the fluid is known, a fixed frequency RF signal at a frequency such as f , or f 2 may be used. When 
the composition of the fluid changes, the two insertion loss characteristics l A ,l B will change in such a way that 
the two power levels T A ,T B become unequal at the predetermined operating frequency. The difference between 
the two power levels provides a measure of the change in the fluid composition. It will be appreciated that this 

55 measure could be obtained in other ways, such as by determining a new frequency at which the power levels 
become equal or by measuring a new difference between two such new frequencies. 

The transmission characteristics of the two cells may be tailored by choice of the wall and fluid thicknesses 
and the wall material so that a small change in the fluid dielectric constant from its nominal value produces a 
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substantia! divergence of the power levels at the operating frequency. In this way an accurate and sensitive 
monitoring apparatus is achieved. Computer modelling has demonstrated that using the aforedescribed techni- 
ques it is possible to detect changes in dielectric constant of less than 0.1 %. 

Figure 3 shows how the cells A and B may be realised in a practical sensor unit C. The fluid 2 being moni- 
tored is held in a container 4. The RF signal is emitted by an antenna probe 5 and received by each of two 
antenna probes 6 and 7. Separate transmit probes with a common feed or identical feeds, could be used but 
a single omnidirectional probe avoids the possibility of different signals transmitted to the two cells. The two 
receive probes 6,7 are spaced different distances from the transmit probe 5, so that the thicknesses t^fe of the 
two sandwiched portions of fluid 2 are unequal. Each of the three antenna probes is surrounded by a dielectric 
casing 8 of uniform wall thickness. The casing 8 physically isolates the probe from the surrounding fluid 2. Thus, 
it can be seen that cell A is realised by the fluid portion of thickness t A sandwiched by the dielectric walls dis- 
posed between probes 5 and 7. Cell B is similarly realised by the fluid portion of thickness sandwiched by 
the dielectric walls disposed between probes 5 and 6. The space between each probe and the inside of the 
wall casing may be filled with a low dielectric constant foam or simply with air. The container wall is preferably 
made of a highly lossy dielectric to minimise internal reflections and to prevent the leakage of stray radiation. 

Figure 4 shows one possible construction of the antenna probes in unit C. Each probe comprises an 
omnidirectional monopole element 9 having a coaxial cable feed 10. The two receive probes need not be 
omnidirectional, but there is trade-off to be considered between the cost saving of having three identical antenna 
probes and a reduction in reflection effects which can be obtained by using directional receive probes. 

Figure 5 shows the sensor unit C of Figure 3 connected to an electronics unit D to form a complete minitoring 
apparatus. The unit D comprises a microwave oscillator 11, which may operate at, say, 10GHz, and which is 
coupled to the transmit probe 5 in the unit C. The outputs from the two receive probes 6,7 are coupled via res- 
pective detection stages 12 to the inputs of a comparator 13. A threshold circuit 14 is connected to the com- 
parator output and drives an indicator 15. 

The frequency of the oscillator 11 is chosen so that for the desired composition of the fluid in unit C, the 
two detected power levels are equal. When the two levels differ by more than a predetermined amount the 
threshold circui 14 activates the indicator 15 to indicate that the fluid composition has changed. 

One application for the invention is in monitoring the condition of vehicle engine oil, in particular for con- 
tamination by fuel or water. The calculations below are idealised in that they treat each contaminant separately 
and assume a homogeneous mixture of contaminant and oil, but they serve to give an indication of the detect- 
able proportions of such contaminants. 
In the case of only two constituents: 

Ine™ = Pilns! + p 2 ln s 2 (2) 

and 

35 Pi + P 2 = 1 

where p, is the proportion of the constituent having dielectric constant s,. 

If the detectable change in the dielectric constant, 61 of the principal constituent is 0.1 %, then 

In (1.001 ei ) = (I - p 2 ) In €1 + p 2 In e 2 (3) 
and the detectable proportion p 2 of the contaminant is given by: 
40 p 2 = 'n (1.001) 

Assuming the following values of dielectric constant (at approximately 10GHz): 
lubricating oil 2.25 
diesel 2.1 
45 water 38 

the detectable proportion of water in oil is approximately 0.04% and the detectable proportion of diesel in oil is 
approximately 1 .4%. Thus it can be seen that very small quantities of contaminant in engine oil can be detected 
using apparatus in accordance with the invention. 

In such an application, the apparatus conveniently comprises the two units C,D described with reference 
so to Figures 3 and 5. The sensor unit C alone is installed in the hostile environment of the vehicle engine, for 
example immediately 'downstream' of the oil filter, whereas the electronics unit D may be installed in the more 
benign environment of the dashboard, where the indicator can provide an immediate warning to the driver. 

Apparatus in accordance with the invention has application in analysis of the fluid output at an oil well-head. 
The following calculations assume a homogeneous mixture of oil, water and gas only. There may well be other 
55 constituents present such as sand and shale. 

Even assuming a mixture of only three known constituents, the problem to be solved is significantly more 
difficult than in the previously described application of detecting a contaminant in oil. First, it is now necessary 
to determine the dielectric constant of the mixture. Second, the presence of three rather than two constituents 
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in the mixture results in ambiguities in the analysis which can only be resolved by the measurement of another 
parameter, for example the loss tangent, the electrical conductivity, or the density of the mixture. For an 
apparatus operating at microwave frequencies measurement of the loss tangent is preferred. 
The dielectric constant can be written in complex form as: 
5. b = e' + ie" (5) 

and the loss tangent: 

tan 5 = — 

Now, referring back to equation (1): 
10 In 8 = Spjln e, 

In this application, this becomes: 

lns m = p,lne, + p g In e g + p* In (6) 

where: 

s m is the dielectric constant of the mixture and p,, p g , p* are the proportions by volume of oil, gas and water, 
15 respectively. 

6i, E g , ew, are the dielectric constants of oil, gas and water, respectively. 
Now, since 

£g « 1 

it is a reasonable approximation to put 
20 lns g = 0 

(Error introduced by this approximation is ~ 0%). 

/. In = p, In e, + Pw In (7) 

where 

Pi + Pw ^ 1 (8) 

25 From (7) 
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] 



Now since s». e w , tan 8, and than 8* are known, and tan 8 m and 8 rn can be measured, the values of p, and can 
is be derived from equations (7) and (15). 11 ^ ^ 

Accordingly for an application in which it is required to determine the composition of a fluid composed of 
a JT^ n -?- knOW " constituents ' the apparatus comprises means for determining the dielectric constant 
of the fluid in the manner described previously, means for measuring the loss tangent of the fluid, and means 
for calculating (according to the above equations) the approximate proportions of the three constituents. 
20 Measurement of the loss tangent is well-known in the art. 

^ To determine the proportions of more than three constituents requires a further parameter of the mixture 
to be measured for each additional constituent 
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Apparatusfor monitoring the composition of a dielectric fluid (2), the apparatus comprising first and second 
cell means (A,B) each comprising transmit (5) and receive (6,7) probes for an RF signal, each probe (5 6 7) 
having a respective dielectric wall (8), the dielectric walls (8) being arranged so that, in operation each 
cell means (A,B) comprises, in sequence, a transmit probe (5), a dielectric wall (8), a portion of said dielec- 
tric fluid (2), a dielectric wall (8) and a receive probe (6,7), the two cell means (A,B) having different inser- 
tion loss characteristics (l A .l B ) such that identical insertion loss values are exhibited by the two cell means 
(A,B) atonly one orseveral discrete signal frequencies (f,,^, and the different insertion loss characteristics 
(U.Ib) causing a shift in the frequency (f, or fj of identical insertion loss values in response to a chanqe 
35 in the dielectric constant ( f ) of said dielectric fluid (2). 

2. Apparatus according to Claim 1 , wherein the transmit probe of each cell means (AB) is a single probe (5) 
common to both cell means. v ' 

w 3. Apparatus according to Claim 2, wherein each probe (5,6,7) is at least partly surrounded by its respective 
dielectnc wall (8) and is sealed off from said dielectric liquid. 

4. Apparatus according to Claim 2 or Claim 3. wherein said two receive probes (6,7) are spaced different 
distances (y b ) from said transmit probe (5) so that said RF signal is transmitted through sandwiched por- 

^ tions of said dielectric fluid (2) of different thickness. 

5. Apparatus according to Claim 3 or Claim 4. wherein the probes (5,6,7) and their respective dielectric walls 
(8) are mounted in a duct (4) for the passage of said dielectric liquid (2). 

6. Apparatus according to Claim 3, wherein said RF signal has a predetermined frequency fi.fj). the arrange- 
ment and the predetermined frequency (f,,^ being such that with a fluid of predetermined composition 
contained in the two cell means (A.B) the power levels of the signals transmitted by the two cell means 
are equal. 

7. Apparatus according to Claim 6, including a comparator (1 3) for comparing said power levels at said pre- 
determ.ned frequency and a threshold circuit (14) responsive to a difference in the power levels which 
exceeds a predetermined threshold corresponding to an unacceptable composition of said fluid. 

8. Apparatus according to Claim 7, further including indicating means (15) adapted to indicate when said pre- 
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determined threshold is exceeded. 



9. Apparatus according to any one of the preceding claims for use in determining the composition of a dielec- 
tric fluid (2) composed of three known constituents, the apparatus comprising means for determining the 

5 dielectric constant of said fluid from said insertion loss characteristic, means for measuring the loss tangent 

of said fluid, and means for determining from the measured dielectric constant and loss tangent the 
approximate proportions of said three constituents. 

10. Apparatus according to any of Claims 1 to 5, including means for controlling the frequency of said RF sig- 
w nal, and means for determining the frequency orfrequencies of said RF signal for which the insertion losses 

through the two cell means are equal. 
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@> Fluid monitoring apparatus. 

(g) Apparatus for monitoring the composition of 
a dielectric fluid, in particular for detecting a 
change in its composition due to the presence 
of a contaminant The fluid (2) is held in a 
two-cell structure (4) in which two portions of 
the fluid of different thickness (t^fe) are 
sandwiched by solid dielectric walls (8). A mi- 
crowave signal is transmitted (5) through the 
two fluid-containing cells to measure (6,7) the 
insertion loss for both cells. The signal fre- 
quency is chosen such that, for the desired 
composition, the insertion loss is the same for 
both cells despite the difference in thickness of 
the fluid portions. This is achieved by selecting 
the dimensions and dielectric constant of the 
cell walls and the dimensions of the fluid por- 
tions to control the transmission and reflection 
coefficients at the cell wall/fluid interfaces. By 
comparing the transmission through the two 
cells (A,B) t a change in the fluid composition 
can be detected. The apparatus can be used to 
monitor vehicle engine oil to detect contami- 
nation by water or fuel. 



u5L 



\ \ N \ 



UJ 



U_> 



\ ^ N \ X 



T 



/ 



Jouve, 18, rue Saint-Denis, 75001 PARIS 



BNSDOCID: <EP 0499424A3J_> 



THIS PAGE BLANK (USPTO) 



EP 0 499 424 A3 



European Patent 
Office 



EUROPEAN SEARCH REPORT 



Application Number 

EP 92 30 1078 



DOCUMENTS CONSIDERED TO BE RELEVANT 



Category 



A 
A 
A 

P.A 



Citation of document with indication, where appropriate, 



US-A-3 498 112 (D. D. HOWARD) 

* column 3, line 29 - line 39; figure 3 

US-A-3 789 655 (D. P. PASSERI) 

* abstract; figure 1 * 

US-A-3 818 333 (C. W. E. WALKER) 

* abstract; figure 1 * •* 

W0-A-9 105 243 (J. AGAR) 

* abstract; figure 1 * 



Hie present search report has been drawn up for all dams 



Refer ant 
to chum 



1 

1 . 

1 

1 



CLASSIFICATION OF 
APPLICATION (lot. CLS ) 



G01N22/04 



TECHNICAL FIELDS 
SEARCHED (bit. CL5 > 



G01N 



BERLIN 



Detect o^fattaafOi 

13 JULY 1993 



BRISON O.P. 



CATEGORY OF CITED DOCUMENTS 

X : particularly rdermnt If taken clone 

Y : particularly relevant If combined with another 

document of the same category 
A : technological background 
O : non-written disclosure 
P : intermediate document 



T : theory or principle underlying the invention 
E : earlier pat eat document. Dot published on, oi 

■ft or the filing date 
D : document cited In the application 
L : document cited tor ether reasons 



A : member of the I 



b patent family, corresponding 



2 



BNSDOCID: <EP 049 9424 A3_l_> 



THIS BLANK(uspiu, 



